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ABSTRACT 
 
In Situational Action Theory (SAT), a promising and rather new 
theory of crime causation, seeing violence as an action alternative and 
choosing to act violently is seen as the result of a ‘perception-choice’ 
process. This perception-choice process is the result of the interplay 
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between very specific individual and setting characteristics. The level of 
monitoring and the presence or absence of tempting and provoking 
elements are key characteristics of the environment. The unique 
contribution of this study to the empirical literature is that it tests the 
interaction between choosing a violent response, the inability to resist 
temptation (low self-control ability) and exposure to scenario-
criminogeneity using a web-based randomized scenario study. The results 
indicate that individuals who are able to resist temptation are unlikely to 
choose a violent response independent of scenario criminogeneity (as 
measured by provocation and absence of monitoring agents). The 
likelihood of choosing a violent response increases with criminogenic 
exposure, but only among those who are unable to resist temptation. The 
implications for research on temptation resistance and crime are discussed. 
 
Keywords: susceptibility to temptation, online randomized scenario study, 
self-control, perception-choice process, violence, Situational Action 
Theory 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In contemporary studies of crime causation, we observe a renewed 
interest in the study of decision-making and susceptibility to resist the 
immediate temptations of the moment (van Gelder, 2013). Historically, 
rational choice theory was the framework used to study criminal decision-
making in the field of criminology (Becker 1968; Cornish and Clarke 2008). 
According to Wikström and Treiber (2016), rational choice criminology has 
not always been clear about the assumptions regarding human nature and 
(social) action. More recently, a new framework to study crime and its 
causes was presented as an alternative to rational choice theory. This 
framework is Situational Action Theory (henceforth: SAT).  
This theory was originally developed by Wikström (2004; 2005) and 
later refined by Wikström et al. (2012). SAT stresses that crime is ultimately 
the result of a perception-choice process. Contrary to theories of 
instrumental rationality, situational action theory prefers the use of the term 
perception-choice process because it stresses that decision-making is about 
seeing (or perceiving action alternatives), and then choosing among action 
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alternatives.1 Seeing crime as an action alternative is seen as the consequence 
of one’s propensity to offend. One’s criminal propensity is assumed to be 
mainly caused by personal moral norms, moral emotions and one’s self-
control ability (and their interaction). To measure one’s crime propensity, 
usually an index measure is used combining values from a scale of 
generalized personal morals (moral norms and anticipated moral emotions) 
and a scale of generalized ability to exercise self-control (see Wikström et 
al. 2012: resp. 132-5 and 135-7). One’s criminal propensity is a latent 
tendency, reflecting a susceptibility to temptation. A more direct way of 
measuring this latent tendency is the use of a scale which specifically 
measures one’s susceptibility to temptation (Wikström, Tseloni and Karlis, 
2011). However, such alternative and shorter measure of criminal propensity 
has hardly been used in tests of Situational Action Theory. The present 
empirical partial test of Situational Action Theory analyses the process of 
violent decision-making, and pays specific attention to the role of 
susceptibility to temptation in different scenarios, each representing 
variation in exposure to criminogenic settings.  
As already mentioned above, the present study is a partial test of a key 
hypothesis developed in Situational Action Theory (SAT) (for a recent 
overview see Pauwels, Svensson and Hirtenlehner, 2018). The so-called 
perception-choice process (the likelihood of seeing crime as alternative and 
choosing crime in a context) is at the heart of Situational Action Theory 
(SAT). In SAT, decision-making consists of two subsequent steps: first, one 
must be willing to see crime as action alternative and subsequently, one 
(deliberately or habitually; resp. Mode 1 and Mode 2 information 
processing2) chooses an act of crime among the selected action alternatives 
                                                          
1 A similar distinction has been made by Opp (1988) in a highly informative theoretical article, 
discussing the differences between the Homo Sociologicus model and the Homo Economicus 
model of man. However, Opp (1999) did not use the term perception-choice process. Opp 
(2017) strongly opposed the use of the term rationality and stresses that even normative 
behavior can be seen as a form of rational action (Opp 2013), in a wide sense, as behavior is 
always governed by norms and interests and their interactions with perceived opportunities 
and constraints (see also Opp and Pauwels 2018 for a distinction between narrow and wide 
versions of rational choice theories).  
2 Reference is made to two qualitatively distinct modes of information processing whose specific 
nature has been discussed in different models (e.g., Kruglanski and Orehek 2007). 
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that emerge in the context of action. The important contribution of SAT to 
the study of self-control is that is defines self-control as a conditionally 
relevant and situationally variant characteristic (which is to be distinguished 
from trait self-control as described by Tangney et al. (2004). The present 
study grew out of the empirical observation that only a handful of tests of 
SAT have studied the perception-choice process itself. (Haar and Wikström 
2010; Wikström et al. 2012). Haar and Wikström (2010) demonstrated that 
morality and self-control interact in the explanation of the likelihood of 
choosing a violent response, while Wikström et al. (2012) demonstrated that 
exposure to scenario criminogeneity (based on combinations of monitoring 
and provocation) only affected the likelihood of choosing a violent response 
in respondents characterized by high levels of criminal propensity.  
When testing theories that make conjectures on person-environment 
interactions and choice processes, it is quintessential to use (1) appropriate 
measures of both circumstantial characteristics and individual 
characteristics and (2) to use a technique that randomly assigns individuals 
to circumstances. If we want to understand what circumstances differentially 
trigger humans to (deliberately or habitually) commit an act of crime (i.e., 
the relevant person-circumstance interaction) we need to move beyond the 
self-reported delinquency studies survey. A randomised scenario study, 
which combines survey questions on personal characteristics for everybody, 
but which randomly distributes vignettes (including different levels of 
monitoring and provocation in the context of action) is a means to conduct 
an experimental design. In this novel study, we randomized the vignette part 
of the questionnaire, as was the case in the scenario studies by Wikström et 
al. (2012) and Haar and Wikström (2010). While it is fair to say that the 
number of scenario studies is much less frequent as the typical self-reported 
delinquency studies, previous criminological inquiries have demonstrated its 
potential (Eifler 2007, 2008, 2015; De Keijser, Van Koppen and Elffers 
2007). The present study extends the literature by using an online version of 
the randomised factorial survey and by explicitly studying the conditional 
effect of perceived temptation (as an alternative and shorter measure of the 
tendency to see crime as an alternative).  
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CIRCUMSTANTIAL HYPOTHESES 
IN SITUATIONAL ACTION THEORY 
 
SAT uses the concept ‘situational’ in a slightly different way than 
traditional situational theorists. In traditional situational theories, the 
situation refers to the circumstances (thus the environment) in which action 
takes place. In SAT, the situation arises out of the interplay between 
personal and setting characteristics. Setting characteristics refer to the 
context of action. SAT further posits that individuals are primarily moral 
agents, while theorists within narrow versions of the rational choice 
perspective put too much emphasis on rational actors, who calculate costs 
and benefits. In SAT, the causes of offending are situational, while the 
tendency to see crime as an action alternative (criminal propensity) is 
determined by one’s morality (moral norms and moral emotions) and self-
control ability (Wikström et al. 2012). Individuals respond differently to 
circumstantial cues of provocations and temptations that are present in 
settings dependent on the tendency to see crime as a viable action alternative 
(perceived temptation) and the deterrent qualities of the setting in which they 
take part (Wikström et al., 2012). In the language of SAT, ‘circumstantial 
criminogeneity’ refers to exposure to criminogenic contexts. While the 
consideration of action alternatives in response to circumstantial temptations 
and deterrent agents has received plenty of attention in studies of criminal 
decision-making, especially from the standpoint of (perceived) deterrence 
theory (for an overview, see Paternoster 2010), circumstantial 
criminogeneity and perceived temptation are rarely studied together in 
inquiries of decision-making.  
As the success of a theory is determined by both empirical successes and 
the degree of corroboration, i.e., surviving falsification (Bunge 1999), it is 
important that the scenario findings reported in Wikström et al. (2012) are 
replicated, using other measures of criminal propensity. It is only through 
repeated empirical tests of the same theory that one can tell if a theory is able 
to survive critical tests and it is the only way to get to know how many times 
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a theory survives critical tests (Bunge 1999). The key hypotheses that are 
tested in this study, are based on the following conceptual diagram (figure 
1). We used this conceptual diagram to derive testable hypotheses on the 
interaction between susceptibility to temptation and exposure to 
criminogenic circumstances when explaining the likelihood of seeing and 
choosing a violent response.  
 
 
Figure 1.The perception-choice process in SAT. 
Key Propositions: 
In the present study, we test following propositions: 
 
Proposition 1: Exposure to scenario criminogeneity has an independent 
effect on choosing the violent response, controlling for age and sex.  
Proposition 2: The effect of exposure to scenario criminogeneity on 
choosing a violent response is dependent on one’s susceptibility to 
temptation, controlling for age and sex.  
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Proposition 3: We explicitly assume that the magnitude of the effect of 
exposure to scenario criminogeneity will increase by susceptibility 
to temptation. More specifically, we hypothesize that exposure to 
scenario criminogeneity does not affect individuals who are not 
susceptible to temptation. Exposure to scenario criminogeneity 
mildly effects the likelihood to choose violence in individuals who 
are moderately susceptible to temptation. Exposure to scenario 
criminogeneity strongly effects the likelihood to choose violence in 
individuals who are strongly susceptible to temptation. 
 
 
Advantages and Disadvantages of an (Online) Factorial Survey 
 
Paper and pencil or computer assisted personal interview survey 
methods are still widely abundant when testing theories of crime causation 
(Groves et al., 2013; Kivivuori 2011; Thornberry and Krohn 2011). A key 
problem of traditional self-reported delinquency studies is their lack to 
provide convincing tests of situational effects. If situational theories assume 
that individuals commit an act of crime in some settings (i.e., when some 
setting characteristics trigger individual propensity), then a traditional 
survey does not demonstratively show that the individual committed the act 
of crime when he or she was present in a situation of provocation or 
temptation. Although it sounds plausible to assume that measures of 
unstructured routines may act as acceptable proxies of spending time in 
criminogenic settings, it remains unclear what circumstantial instigations 
were at work (e.g., the presence or absence of provocation, the presence or 
absence of deterrence caused by monitoring agents). Surveys using cross-
sectional designs often use measures of past offending and thus risk the 
danger of reversing causation. The two major problems, the reversed causal 
order and the non-experimental design are avoided because the factorial 
design is able to randomly assign the presence or absence of criminogenic 
exposure to subjects.  
One interesting alternative to study situational causes of offending, is by 
conducting a space-time budget survey (STB) (Averdijk and Bernasco 2014; 
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Wikström et al. 2012). This method has many advantages when studying the 
situational context of offending, but the STB-method cannot be used to study 
the perception-choice process. Simply asking subjects to run thought 
processes probably leads to artificially constructed answers and may result 
in listing action alternatives that otherwise would never be considered in real 
life (Wikström et al. 2012). To overcome these issues, scenario vignettes 
that describe a real-world situation are randomly distributed to respondents. 
The randomly distributed vignettes offer a unique way around the limitation 
that traditional surveys come with.  
One of the founding fathers of the so-called factorial survey was Rossi 
(Rossi and Nock, 1982; Rossi, Sampson, Bose, Jasso, and Passel, 1974). 
According to Rossi and Anderson (1982) the factorial survey provides a 
better means to capture and measure human judgment. Because of the 
random manipulations that are prompted to persons in a random fashion, the 
study is less likely to suffer from a social desirability bias (Alexander and 
Becker, 1978). The survey participants have no way of knowing they are 
part of a controlled or manipulated group. Randomised scenario studies 
provide a full account of all circumstantial factors to be considered by the 
respondent. Key circumstantial constructs vary in a controlled and 
theoretically interesting way, since they are manipulated by the researcher 
in a verbal scenario description.  
 
 
THE PRESENT STUDY 
 
The present study contributes to the literature by testing the idea that 
choosing a violent response in a randomised scenario study is based on the 
situation, i.e., the specific interaction between perceived temptation and 
exposure to criminogenic scenarios. We replicate the key finding that the 
effect of seeing crime as alternative depends on the circumstances which has 
originally tested in “Breaking Rules” (see especially chapter eight, 
Wikström et al., 2012; Pauwels, 2018). The present study uses an online 
version of the factorial survey of students. We randomly presented 
participants with scenario versions in a 2 by 2 design (two dimensions and 
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two levels). We asked subjects to provide their biological sex at the 
beginning of the survey. By doing so, it was possible to modify the scenario 
vignettes to match correct gender names such as “David” for males or “Lisa” 
for females and to randomize the vignettes by dimension and level in males 
and females. The scenario study is restricted to the study of violence. The 
present study is therefore a partial test of the perception-choice process in 
SAT, using an alternative measure of the tendency to see crime as alternative 
i.e., perceived temptation. 
Before we launched the online factorial survey, we tested the 
randomization process by generating 100 trials. The results indicated that 
the randomization generator performed well and yielded random versions of 
the different scenario dimensions and levels3. Internet surveys have 
undergone a huge transformation since the early days and provide 
researchers with a powerful way to achieve the goals set in this research and 
by avoiding certain fallacies; a valid data set can be gathered (Marsden and 
Wright, 2010; Manfreda and Vehovar, 2008). We included a random control 
mechanism to detect multiple entries by the same participant. As participants 
could win an i-Pad as an incentive, deception is always possible.4 We 
guaranteed the anonymity of the respondents. IP addresses and emails were 
stored in separate databases, that could not be linked to the table that kept 
the survey records.  
 
 
Scenario Structure, the Randomization Process and 
Correlational Validity of Scenario Responses 
 
One criticism of scenario studies is that they measure intentions and 
people do not always act in the same way they intend to act. However, a 
study by Eagly and Chaiken (2007) provides us with empirical evidence that 
                                                          
3 Benjamin Van Damme, criminologist (2015, Ghent University) technically constructed the online 
factorial survey.  
4 IP addresses were stored separately (and temporarily) to identify participants who had very 
recently taken part in the survey and were prohibited from trying to make a new entry. Finally, 
duplicate emails rendered an entry invalid for incentive participation. Only anonymous data 
are stored.  
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there is a correlation between intention and action. It would be strange if no 
such correlation would exist. That would suggest that people act completely 
arbitrary. This makes no sense at all. After all, we are all humans, sharing a 
human nature (Wilson 2012; Hall 2012) and social patterns come from 
human universals and their interplay with ecological settings. One issue that 
is of true concern is the degree of realism portrayed by the vignettes. It is 
important that scenarios do not have an artificial character. Although we 
should take this criticism into account when setting up a factorial survey 
with many vignettes and numerous outcomes, it is of less concern in this 
specific study. The measurement instrument has been validated many times 
by now. The vignette universe was limited to a 2 by 2 design, mainly for a 
pragmatic reason: trying the replicate the previous tests of the perception-
choice process in SAT. The advantage of having a small scenario universe 
is that we do not require a vast amount of responses to have enough data on 
each scenario permutation to perform statistical analysis. The original 
content of the vignettes is represented in appendix (see also Wikström et al. 
2012). 
Each student was randomly assigned to one of four scenarios (A to D) 
in a form adapted to his/her biological sex (i.e., males got scenarios 
involving male actors, and females received scenarios involving female 
actors). While the scenario questions and recorded answers do not refer to 
actual behaviour, it is fair to assume they reveal the perception of the 
respondent’s intentions (Wallander, 2009). The tables displayed in 
Appendix 2 and Appendix 4 show that the randomization process performed 
rather well. Due to a small per cent of item non-response there is a small 
though non-significant difference in the distribution of some scenario 
categories. However, and that is important from a methodological point of 
view, the distribution of scenario categories was random by gender and age. 
Only 13.2 per cent of the respondents chose the violent response to the 
vignette on the use of violence at the bus stop. Boys chose the violent 
response significantly more than girls did. The youngest age group had the 
highest likelihood of choosing the violent response.  
 
 
Choosing a Violent Response 11 
METHODS 
 
Participants 
 
In March 2015 an email was sent to all secondary school principals of 
schools located in Ghent (the fifth large city of Belgium, +/-300.000 
inhabitants) to ask whether the school was prepared to distribute a web link 
to the factorial survey. Flyers and posters were also printed and distributed 
among schools of secondary compulsory education and at universities and 
university colleges in the Flemish part of Belgium. We carefully followed-
up the response as the initial goal was to reach a sufficiently large number 
of respondents in three age groups: 13-15 years old (young adolescents), 16-
18 years (youths in mid-adolescents) and 19-20 years (young adults-
bachelor students). Finally, 1201 respondents filled out the online 
questionnaire partially and 1050 respondents filled out the questionnaire 
completely. A disadvantage of web surveys is that it is impossible to get 
insight in the unit nonresponse and the sample frame. We do not know to 
what extent this affects the results. However, the most important aspect of 
this exploratory study is the random exposure to scenario criminogeneity. 
64.7 per cent of the sample students were females and 35.3 per cent were 
males. 26.9 per cent belonged to the youngest age group (13-15 years old), 
43.9 per cent belonged to the group of mid-adolescents (16-18 years old) 
and 28.6 per cent belonged to the oldest age group (19-20 years old). Full 
confidentiality was guaranteed. Therefore, we asked no background 
information except for sex and age. However, if participants wanted to be 
part of the contest and have a chance of winning the incentive (an i-Pad) 
they had to provide a valid email address. In September 2015, we randomly 
selected a winner among the respondents that filled out a valid email address. 
Sample descriptives of the key variables can be found in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. Sample descriptives 
 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 
Deviation 
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Gender (being male) 1191 0.00 1.00 0.35 0.47 
Perceived temptation 1050 4.00 20.00 6.72 2.62 
Choosing violence as action 
alternative  in a class room 
1173 .00 1.00 0.07 0.26 
Choosing violence as action 
alternative  at the bus stop 
1173 0.00 1.00 0.13 0.34 
Valid N (listwise deletion) 1040     
 
 
Measures of Key Constructs 
 
Four questions measuring perceived temptation i.e., a generalized 
susceptibility to temptation or propensity to see crime as alternative, were 
asked to the respondents: When was the last time you felt tempted to . . . 
(response categories were ‘last week’, ‘last month’, ‘last year’, ‘more than a 
year ago’ and ‘have never felt tempted’). Each question was asked for four 
specific types of crime: (1) stealing from a shop, (2) breaking into a car to 
steal something, (3) destroying or damaging something not belonging to 
you, and (4) hitting someone who annoys you or who makes you angry. We 
assume that higher scores on this scale reflect more recent experienced 
temptations, which in turn reflect a higher propensity because those who are 
regularly tempted are more likely to display a recent temptation (Wikström, 
Tseloni and Karlis 2011). 
Exposure to scenario criminogeneity is measured and coded as follows: 
1 = No provocation, monitoring, 2= No provocation, no monitoring, 3= 
Provocation, monitoring and 4= Provocation, no monitoring. In previous 
studies, scholars treated this variable as continuous as we assume that an 
underlying continuous variation in scenario criminogeneity exists. 
Analytically, the study of interaction effects between scenario 
criminogeneity and propensity are unaffected when using generalized linear 
modelling (Pauwels 2018). Statistical controls. While statistical controls 
like sex and age cannot be considered proximate causes from a philosophical 
point of view (they are not powerful particulars that can bring about 
something, and can at best be proxies of unmeasured processes), we do 
consider them as the survey descriptives revealed an overrepresentation of 
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girls. Age was trichotomised and coded as follows: 0= 13-15 years, 1= 16-
18 years, 2= older than 18 years and gender was code 1 for females and 0 
for males).  
 
 
Analytical Strategies 
 
We combined two research strategies. First, we show the nominal 
association between choosing a violent response and exposure to scenario 
criminogeneity by presenting Cramer’s V in three subgroups: individuals 
who have been frequently tempted to offend, individuals who have been 
moderately tempted to offend and individuals who hardly have been tempted 
to offend. These analyses are conducted for two scenarios: the violence in 
school scenario and the violence at the bus stop scenario. If the results are 
similar, then we can have greater trust in the results. We present two bar 
charts, as these charts clearly demonstrate when one chooses to act violently. 
The whole idea is that people choose to commit crimes hen there is spatio-
temporal convergence between the individual and the environmental cue. 
Therefore, a glance at these bar charts immediately makes clear whether this 
is the case or not. Next, we estimated the net effects of perceived temptation 
and scenario criminogeneity using logistic regression and a linear 
probability model (Mood 2010; Schultz 2016). Modelling non-linear 
interaction effects is highly difficult in logit and probit models and may often 
lead to biased and non-significant interaction terms while an interaction 
effect clearly exists (Ai and Norton 2003; Hirtenlehner and Kuntz 2016). It 
can be very misleading to study interaction effects in non-linear models by 
looking at the significance level of the interaction terms. This has been 
discussed in detail elsewhere (Mood, 2010, Schultz, 2016; Oberwittler and 
Gerstner 2014; Hirtenlehner and Kuntz 2016). 
 
 
Bivariate Results 
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First, we discuss the findings regarding the violence in school scenario. 
There is no significant association between exposure and choosing violence 
in individuals who have the lowest scores on perceived temptation 
(Cramer’s V = 0.156, p > 0.05) There is however a significant association in 
those who have a moderate score (Cramer’s V = 0.218; p < 0.000) and a high 
score (Cramer’s V = 0.357; p < 0.000) on perceived temptation. Second, we 
discuss the findings regarding violence at the bus stop scenario. There is a 
significant bivariate association in all groups, but the magnitude of the 
association increases by level of perceived temptation (Cramer’s V in the 
low perceived temptation group equals 0.211, p < 0.000. Cramer’s V equals 
0.235 (p <0.000) in the medium group and Cramer’s V equals 0.413 
(p<0.000) in highly tempted respondents. 
 
Table 2. Linear probability models of choosing violence in both 
randomized scenarios 
 
 Choosing violence 
(Classroom scenario) 
Choosing violence 
(Bus stop scenario) 
Parameter B Sig.  B  Sig. 
Males .045 .005 .080 .000 
18+ (ref: youngest group) -.026 .198 .005 .859 
16-18 -.029 .113 -.033 .164 
Perceived temptation =high (ref: low) -.088 .149 -.108 .187 
Perceived temptation =medium (ref: low) -.028 .510 -.001 .985 
exposure scenario criminogeneity  .017 .201 .156 .000 
Perceived temptation =high] *  
exposure scenario criminogeneity  
.074 .001 .069 .000 
[Perceived temptation =medium] *  
exposure scenario criminogeneity  
.028 .080 .042 .019 
 
Classroom violence by scenario criminogeneity classroom by perceived temptation 
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Figure 2. Three-dimensional bar chart of choosing violence in the classroom, perceived 
temptation and exposure to scenario criminogeneity.  
Violence at the bus stop by scenario criminogeneity bus stop by perceived temptation 
 
Figure 3. Three-dimensional bar chart of choosing violence in the classroom, perceived 
temptation and exposure to scenario criminogeneity. This graph nicely illustrates the basic 
idea of SAT of the convergence of specific people in specific settings. Respondents high in 
‘perceived temptation’ are particularly likely to choose a violent response when exposed to 
a highly criminogenic scenario (provocation, no monitoring). 
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The results of both analyses are highly similar. While the natural choice 
for analysing the effects of metric and categorical independent variables on 
binary categorical dependent variables would be the logistic regression, we 
equally ran a linear probability model, to put the interactive effects 
hypothesis to a test. As the logistic model fits the data slightly better, we 
present the separate regression lines based on a logistic regression. Looking 
at the main effects of choosing violence in the school scenario, we find no 
main effects of perceived temptation and scenario criminogeneity. Only the 
interaction effect is significant. Thus, the effect of scenario exposure is 
amplified by levels of perceived temptation. Looking at the main effects of 
choosing violence at the bus stop, we find main effects of susceptibility to 
temptation and exposure to scenario criminogeneity. The interaction effect 
is also significant. Thus, the effect of scenario exposure is again amplified 
by levels of perceived temptation. These effects remain significant 
controlling for age and gender. This study replicates the findings reported 
by Wikström et al. (2012) and Pauwels (2018). 
 
 
 
Figure 4. The interaction between scenario criminogeneity and perceived temptation. 
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Figure 5. The interaction between exposure to scenario criminogeneity and perceived 
temptation. 
CONCLUSION 
 
The present article is restricted as it only had one ambition: to test the 
relationship between exposure to scenario criminogeneity and susceptibility 
to temptation and the likelihood of choosing a violent response. Proposition 
one and two (the main effects) and proposition three (the conditional effects 
hypothesis) were corroborated. This has important consequences for the 
empirical state of the art of SAT. This study provided an independent test of 
a proposition derived from SAT (Wikström et al. 2012). Using a different 
measure of the tendency to see crime as alternative via the concept of 
susceptibility to temptation, we replicated the results in another country, in 
another sample and using another mode of data collection (an online version 
of the randomised scenario study). Indeed, the study was unable to refute the 
hypothesis that the likelihood of choosing violence as an action alternative 
is a matter of the combined effect of scenario criminogeneity and perceived 
temptation. Therefore, this study provides additional evidence for the fact 
that choosing crime is a matter of person-environment convergence. 
Theories stressing only situational inducements while ignoring the 
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individual are seriously limited, as are theories, which ignore characteristics 
of the action-relevant environment in which crime is perceived as an action 
alternative and chosen among different action alternatives. Traditional self-
reported delinquency studies (either cross-sectional or panel studies) 
typically are restricted to ‘delinquency scales’ to test theories of crime 
causation. These designs are far from optimal when the aim is to test 
decision-making in context. Cross-sectional designs are often criticized on 
the ground that both outcomes and predictors are measured simultaneously. 
Especially in the case of studying decision-making, the outcome cannot refer 
to past actions. If this is the case, the study design is causally flawed. Panel 
studies, while having the causal order right, may sometimes be problematic 
when offending measured at time two is the dependent variable and a 
number of independent variables are used that refer to time two minus one. 
The potential problem of panel studies is the (sometimes too long) gap 
between both periods: the decision to commit an act of crime is not a 
question of years but of seconds or minutes (Wikström, Mann and Hardie 
2018). However, the development of criminal propensities, such as 
susceptibility to temptation is a developmental process, which should be 
analysed longitudinally.5 Panel studies are therefore better suited to test 
within individual level change in criminogenic propensities. However, when 
scholars decide to study situational cues and the perception-choice process 
of criminal decision-making, then one must look for other designs.  
While we successfully tested one situational proposition derived from 
SAT, the present study has a number of important limitations that need to be 
taken into account. First, this study is based on a convenience sample. 
Therefore, selection effects and bias are unknown. While this is a downside, 
we want to stress that we have obtained a lot of variability with regard to the 
dependent variable and with regard to susceptibility to temptation (see 
Pauwels, 2018). However, we insist to interpret results with care. Second, 
most self-report studies and online surveys come from the so-called WEIRD 
people (Western, educated, Intellectual and Rich- see Henrich, Heine and 
                                                          
5 Situational action theory is not only a situational theory of crime but also includes a 
developmental model, which aims at explaining the development and change in propensities 
and exposure to criminogenic settings (see Wikström 2005).  
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Norenzayan 2010). Future tests of theories need to be conducted amongst a 
variety of respondents (juveniles and adults), in different settings (not only 
students but also incarcerated youths, youths in probation centers …) 
Furthermore, cross-national comparisons are required. The International 
Self-Reported Delinquency Study (Marshall and Enzmann 2012; Enzmann 
et al. 2017) may be a first step in cross-national testing of scenario findings.6 
This study is also limited to two randomly assigned scenarios. Scholars 
should study decision-making with regard to a variety of types of rule 
breaking and a variety of action-relevant setting mechanisms (Eifler 2015). 
Randomised vignettes have the advantage of combining the best of two 
worlds: the experimental design by randomizing the scenarios and the online 
survey questionnaire, that is administered to everybody. Randomised 
scenario studies may be used not only to apply theories to the explanation of 
traditional crimes, like this student survey of violence, but the method may 
also be applied to study other types of crime, on other populations, like 
employees in work-places or political violence. That would strengthen the 
external validity of SAT.  
The appeal of general theoretical frameworks like SAT lies in the broad 
applicability of general mechanisms to specific contexts. Scholars putting 
general theories to the strongest tests, have the obligation to do their very 
best to test the theory’s assumptions in a great variety of settings using 
crime-specific measures of susceptibility to temptation (as the latent 
tendency to see crime as an action alternative) and crime-specific measures 
of criminogenic exposure. Future studies should pay attention to other 
tempting, provoking and deterrent setting characteristics. While this study 
was restricted to the study of susceptibility to temptation, circumstantial 
criminogeneity (scenario provocation and monitoring), future studies may 
benefit from other aspects, such as the capacity for self-regulation, the 
presence of (deviant) peer groups, by-standers, the actions of others. To fully 
capture the potential of randomised vignettes, respondents should be 
                                                          
6 Although the third wave of the International Self-reported Delinquency Study (ISRD3, see 
Enzmann et al. (2017) does not make use of a randomized scenario, the ISRD3 questionnaire 
makes use of one scenario that refers to shoplifting, to which all respondents are exposed (see 
De Buck and Pauwels 2018). 
Lieven J. R. Pauwels 20 
provided with vignettes that are more complex. We conclude that the future 
for further testing theories of decision-making looks promising based on the 
preliminary results. It may be challenging and fruitful to derive different 
propositions from different theories, to increase our understanding of the 
general strength of SAT in comparison to other perspectives (Opp and 
Wippler 1990; Pauwels 2018; Opp and Pauwels 2018). 
 
 
APPENDIX 1. STRUCTURE AND CONTENT  
OF THE BUS STOP VIGNETTE 
 
Introduction Louise (in the male version: Michael) is waiting for the bus at a bus 
stop. She is listening to her iPod 
Dimension Level Wording 
Provocation Pushed and ignored Suddenly a girl who walks by pushes her. 
When Louise asks her why she pushed her 
the girl just ignores her. 
 Pushed twice and iPad 
broken 
Suddenly a girl who walks by pushes her 
so she drops her iPod to the ground and it 
breaks. When Louise asks her why she 
pushed her the girl pushes her once again  
Monitoring Police officers There are two police officers walking on 
the other side of the street 
 None There are no other people at the bus stop 
Outcome Violence If you were Louise, how likely do you 
think it is that you would hit or push the 
girl that pushed you?  
Judgement  Very likely 
Likely. 
Unlikely 
Very Unlikely 
Scenario Universe  Monitoring 
  Police officers No-one 
Provocation Pushed and ignored A B 
 Pushed twice and iPod 
broken 
C D 
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APPENDIX 2. RANDOM DISTRIBUTION  
OF VIGNETTES: VIOLENCE AT THE BUS STOP 
 
 Frequency Percent 
No provocation, monitoring 292 24.3 
No provocation, no monitoring 317 26.4 
Provocation, monitoring 285 23.7 
Provocation, no monitoring 279 23.2 
Total 1173 97.7 
System missing 28 2.3 
N 1201 100.0 
APPENDIX 3. STRUCTURE AND CONTENT  
OF THE CLASSROOM VIGNETTE 
 
Introduction It is break between two lessons. David is standing in the school corridor 
together with a group of other pupils. 
Dimension Level Wording 
Provocation False accusation Steve comes up to Dave and falsely accuses him of 
having stolen some money. 
 False accusation 
and push 
Steve comes up to Dave and falsely accuses him of 
having stolen some money and pushes him to the back 
of the ground so that he hurts his back. 
Monitoring Teachers There are several teachers around who can see what is 
going on. 
 No teachers There are no teachers around to see what is going on.. 
Outcome Violence What would you do if you were David? Would you hit 
Steve? 
Judgement  Yes, I would hit Steve. 
No, I would just tell Steve that he is an idiot 
No, I would tell a teacher about it. 
No, I would do nothing. 
Scenario Universe  Monitoring 
  Teachers No teachers 
Provocation False accusation A B 
 False accusation 
and push 
C D 
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APPENDIX 4. DISTRIBUTION OF VIGNETTES:  
VIOLENCE IN THE CLASS ROOM 
 
 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 
no provocation, monitoring 301 25.1 25.7 
no provocation, no monitoring 286 23.8 24.4 
provocation, monitoring 295 24.6 25.1 
provocation, no monitoring 291 24.2 24.8 
Total 1173 97.7 100.0 
System missing 28 2.3  
N 1201 100.0  
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